scale, and I understand that people can feel that way," says James Burke, who chairs the society's board of directors, which approves executive salaries. But he says that pay at the ACS, considered to be the world's largest scientific group, is in line with other organizations of similar size.
"The American Chemical Society is an integrated and complex organization," says Burke. "We have to make sure that we are competitive with private publishers, such as Elsevier and Wiley." He adds that the salaries of ACS executives are analysed every two years by outside consultants and that they are consistently found to be in the appropriate range for such an organization. Commercial publishers do not disclose salary details, but executive directors are thought to earn in the region of $500,000 to $1.5 million.
Robert Bergman, a chemist at the University of California, Berkeley, and the lead author of the complaint letter, disagrees with Burke. A consultant being paid to determine the salary of a client might be inclined to choose the highest salary possible, he says."I feel that this whole arrangement has a built in conflict of interest,"he adds. Daniel Borochoff, president of the American Institute of Philanthropy, a non-profit charity watchdog in Chicago, Illinois, says that the pay may seem unusually high, but it is acceptable if the ACS can prove that the salary is competitive."The membership may be in an uproar," he says, "but the Internal Revenue Service considers a salary reasonable if it is comparable to what gets paid in either a non-profit or a for-profit job."
Burke expects the issue to be raised at the ACS's annual meeting,held this week in Philadelphia."I would expect that some members will want some more clarification," he says. "And we'll do our best to provide that." Other new tools include improved omnidirectional microphones to collect faithful sound recordings in the wilderness. Such equipment can help make up for a dearth of trained ornithologists able to go to the boreal forest to identify songbirds, says Norton. And, he adds, better ways of modelling statistical data will help researchers interpret the information they collect. Norton estimates that the scheme will cost about Can$15 million (US$11.5 million) a year and will take a decade to plan fully, although he hopes to start implementing parts of it over the next few years.
Researchers say that the new techniques must be ramped up before much more of the wilderness disappears. They point out that the region is crucial for birds across the entire North American continent. In May 2003, the non-profit group Bird Studies Canada, based in Port Rowan, Ontario, found that one out of every three North American land birds breeds in the boreal region. But the same study also raised a red flag -it reported that 40 boreal species are in decline.
■

Director's salary makes chemists see red
Canada rings the changes for study of northern birds On song: the white-throated sparrow is a familiar summer resident of northern forests.
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